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One of the major disagreements Latter-day Saints have
with our fundamentalist Protestant neighbors is our
attitude toward the authority of the Bible. For the fun-
damentalists, the Bible is the final religious authority,
whereas the LDS look to our prophets for continuing
revelation. This is a vital issue, for their belief in the
authority of the Bible allows Protestants to claim knowl-
edge of the way to salvation and authority to preach
the Gospel, without being able to trace a line of priest-
hood ordinations back to Christ, or any particular pro-
phetic insight.

The fundamentalist claim to authority rests on two ba-
sic assumptions about the Bible. First, it must be as-
sumed that the Bible contains all the information needed
for a reader to obtain salvation, in a form readily acces-
sible to correct interpretation. Second, it must be as-
sumed that the Bible is “inerrant” in the sense that it
contained no errors of fact when it was written, and
has since been supernaturally protected from doctri-
nally and factually important textual errors due to mis-
takes (intentional or otherwise) by copyists and trans-
lators. Many actually claim the very words chosen by
the Biblical authors were supplied directly from God,
and hence the text of the Bible is very literally “the Word
of God.” If either of these claims turns out to be false,
the entire fundamentalist claim to religious authority
crumbles.

The LDS disagree with both these assumptions, but in
this brief paper only the issue of inerrancy will be
treated. In short, we believe that the Bible has not been
passed down to us in perfect form. Joseph Smith said,
“I believe the Bible as it read when it came from the
pen of the original writers. Ignorant translators, care-
less transcribers, or designing and corrupt priests have
committed many errors.”1  The Book of Mormon
prophet Nephi was shown that “many plain and
precious things” would be removed from the
Bible. 2  Even in its original form, we do not be-
lieve any of the prophetic writings have ever
been necessarily free from error. The title page
of the Book of Mormon states, “And now, if there

are faults they are the mistakes of men; wherefore, con-
demn not the things of God.” The scriptures impart
knowledge about God, but it is knowledge passed
through the filter of imperfect human beings—proph-
ets, scribes, copyists, and translators. It takes continu-
ing revelation from God, through prophets and through
individual Saints, to bring the scriptures fully to life,
and accomplish their true design—bringing people into
personal communion with God.

Unfortunately, our fundamentalist neighbors often in-
terpret the LDS attitude toward the Bible as an attack
on that sacred book of scripture. However, President
Joseph Fielding Smith explained, “The reason for the
Bible’s great influence for good is because it is inspired
and contains the word of the Lord delivered to his proph-
ets, who wrote and spoke as they were moved upon by
the Holy Ghost, since the world began.”3  He went on,

We are all aware that there are errors in the
Bible due to faulty translations and ignorance
on the part of translators; but the hand of the
Lord has been over this volume of scripture
nevertheless, and it is remarkable that it has
come down to us in the excellent condition in
which we find it.4

The message is clear—there are errors that have crept
into the Bible, but it is still good enough for God to use
it in a powerful way to bring people closer to Him. At
least when translated and interpreted properly, the
Bible is still amazingly accurate and useful.

A REALISTIC VIEW OF THE BIBLE

The LDS view of the Bible is entirely realistic. Wil-
liam H. Barnes, Associate Professor of Biblical

Studies at the Southeastern College of the As-
semblies of God, notes “the relationship between
the divine and human ‘authors’ of scripture has
never been easily delineated.” He elaborates,
“Today all but the most extreme Jewish and
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Christian fundamentalists recognize the complicated
and heterogeneous origins of the Bible and that it con-
tains statements that in any other literary work would
be considered erroneous.”5

The early Christians, who were much closer in time and
space to the original writers of the Bible, generally rec-
ognized that there had been some deletions and cor-
ruptions in the text of the Bible. For instance, St. Justin
Martyr (ca. 150 A.D.) accused the Jews of having re-
moved certain passages from the Old Testament related
to the Christian message:

Here Trypho [the Jew] remarked, ‘We ask you
first of all to tell us some of the Scriptures which
you allege have been completely cancelled.’ [Jus-
tin quotes some passages which the Jews evi-
dently removed from Esdras and Jeremiah.]
‘And again, from the sayings of the same
Jeremiah these have been cut out: “The Lord
God remembered His dead people of Israel who
lay in the graves; and He descended to preach
to them His own salvation.”’6

The historian Henri Daniel-Rops quotes Origen (early
third century A.D.) saying that even the New Testa-
ment texts of his time had been corrupted extensively:
“Today the fact is evident, that there are many differ-
ences in the manuscripts, either through the negligence
of certain copyists, or the perverse audacity of some in
correcting the text.”7

Using circular reasoning, fundamentalists ignore the
clear facts of the matter and often make their case by
appealing to “what the Bible says about itself.” In doing
so they usually appeal to various passages that speak
of the trustworthiness of the “Word of the Lord,” and
apply these to the text of the Bible. However, as Profes-
sor Barnes noted, it is not always clear where to draw
the line between “the Word of the Lord” and its human
filters in the scriptural text. On the other hand, one
passage the fundamentalists often appeal to does spe-
cifically speak of scripture: “All scripture is given by
inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for re-
proof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.”8

However, this passage merely states that scripture is
inspired, and thus “profitable.” It makes no claims about
absolute inerrancy.

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?
The Bible says just the opposite about itself, and spe-
cifically claims to have sustained some corruptions.
Consider the following passage from the prophet

Jeremiah. “How can you say, ‘We are wise, we have the
law of the LORD’, when scribes with their lying pens
have falsified it?”9  Now, it seems clear that Jeremiah
was accusing the scribes of having intentionally
miscopied the scriptures with their “lying pens,” and
thus the Israelites could not ignore Jeremiah’s prophetic
counsel on the basis of having “the law of the Lord.” The
fundamentalist editors of the NIV Study Bible  dodge
the clear meaning of this verse in their text note by
applying it to “misinterpreting and manipulating” the
law of Moses. However, George Wesley Buchanan, Pro-
fessor of the New Testament at Wesley Theological Semi-
nary, notes that before the exile (i.e., in Jeremiah’s time)
the scribes were mainly professional copyists or “offi-
cials who had authority to draw up legal documents.”
“During the Diaspora…in Babylon, scribes became re-
sponsible for preserving and interpreting scripture.”10

Harper’s Encyclopedia of Bible Life also describes the
scribal profession before the Exile.

Scribes generally performed a number of du-
ties, all associated in some way with writing. A
scribe was one of the king’s counselors (1 Chron.
27:32), and he might act much as an American
secretary of state (2 Kings 18:18). He collected
and recorded tax money for the palace and the
Temple (2 Kings 12:10; 22:3-4). He transcribed
documents, signed and filed deeds and legal
contracts (Jer. 32:10-14), and wrote from dicta-
tion (Jer. 36:4).

The scribal profession in Judaism changed with
the Exile. By the time of the Second Temple,
the scribe had become a recorder and interpreter
of the Law (Ezra 7:6, 10).11

While neither recording nor copying the scriptures was
the primary scribal function before the Exile, anyone
who wanted the sacred texts copied would have had to
contract with a scribe, whereas “interpretation” would
likely have been accomplished by someone else. Thus,
in Jeremiah’s time the “lying pens” of the scribes would
have been “falsifying” the scriptures by copying them
incorrectly, rather than misinterpreting them.

CONCLUSION

Clearly, the Bible makes no claim to absolute inerrancy,
and in fact specifically repudiates this notion. With
Jeremiah, we exhort all people to listen to the counsel
of God’s modern prophets, rather than hanging on des-
perately to idiosyncratic interpretations of the words of
dead prophets, which may not have been transmitted
with 100% accuracy. The “Word of God” is still being
spoken.
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